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ince the 70’s, water suppliers have required backflow devices
to be installed at the water meter to protect the public safety.
Unfortunately, the plumbing industry did not understand
the full ramifications of creating a closed system. Leaking
T&P valves caused “water on the floor”, which provoked tampering
(plugging, restricting the drain line). Contractors, like me, were
caught off guard when we were summoned by our customers to repair
leaking emergency relief valves (T&P’s).
Water heater manufacturers began installing the T&P‘s at the factory,
and today, 14,000,000+ relief valves are sold each year. The practice
of preinstalled T&P’s created an unintended consequence: the
contractor’s responsibility for testing and inspection was lost. Since
plumbers didn’t install the T&P, we assumed it was someone else’s
problem. But we were WRONG; it’s the owner’s (or the designated
agent) re-inspection problem, and as hired professionals, we are the
designated re-inspection agents. And a residential style water heater
in a commercial building (school) is a red flag, and demands the
highest level of care, as evidenced by the Avon High School five gallon
water heater explosion.
Many say the code doesn’t require the re-inspection or testing of
the relief valve! But it takes professionals to know how to read
the code. Pull out your copy of the UPC, IPC, or LIFE safety
101 Code, and research 1) Maintenance, 2) Unsafe plumbing, 3)
Installation of material, or 4) Intent of the Code. All codes require
that the manufacturer’s instructions are to be followed. At least one
manufacturer of T&P’s finds that it is so important that they place a
yellow tag with specific instructions to (a) Flip it annually (owner), (b)
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Inspect every 2 to 4 years (requires removal),
(c) ensure against tampering, and (d) tag the
results. The FITT-Safe program has emerged
from the manufacturers requirements, and steps
(b) thru (d) require a professional with tools. To
determine the valve’s age, the date code of the
valve can be found on either the top or bottom of
the trip lever, or the metal tag on top of the relief
valve. The first two digits are the year and the
second two digits are the week of that year.
As a plumbing contractor, I confess that I was
guilty of discouraging my employees from
touching the T&P valve. My fear: if they just
flipped the lever it would most likely leak, and
I’d be faced with explaining to the customer that
they needed to purchase a new valve. What I
should have done was explain to the customer
the critical importance of testing and inspecting
the relief valve. My passion for relief valve
inspection came after finding that a maintenance
man for a large apartment complex had been
instructed to remedy the problem of leaking
T&P’s causing carpet damage in many of the
units. His solution was to remove the discharge
piping and plug over 300 of the valves.
Thermal expansion requires two types of
protection: operating and emergency, and they
shouldn’t be confused. Thermal expansion
tanks are for operation purposes, but they lose
their air charge and become water logged,
which causes the relief valve to spill water on
the floor. Other devices such as Governor 80
toilet ballcocks are often removed and replaced
with standard ballcocks, further eliminating
thermal expansion protection. In either case,
the relief valves are pushed into the role of
an operating valve, and are subject to unsafe
practices, such as plugging or capping the
drain line.
Before closing a system (backflow preventer,
check valve, etc.), it is our responsibility as
professionals to inspect and test the safety relief
valves, and document with a written log near
the appliance (water heater, boiler), as required
by NFPA 101 Life Safety Code. For over forty
years, inspection officials have ignored the
importance of this required inspection, yet all of
you reading can remember an inspection where
you were cited on some minor oversight like a
loose hanger, requiring green ground screws
in a junction box, or purple primer. Don’t get
me wrong, I’m not suggesting that we include
free safety valve inspections. We are entitled to
charge for our professional services. So why are
we leaving this $$ on the table? And why are we
knowingly leaving our customers uninformed
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and unsafe? Please send in your pictures, and
help us with ensuring public safety and the
FITT-Safe process.
Larry Dulac was a plumbing contractor for 35
years, with nine trucks on the road. Larry is now
President of DulacDPI, which specializes in water
heater safety. Contact Larry at 603-528-8551, or
dulacdpi.com

CONTEST: Win $100.
Ten winners to be announced for the best
documented photo of improperly installed,
never inspected, plugged or tampered Safety
Relief Valves.
Goal: create awareness among backflow
testers, utilities, inspectors, pump installers,
and plumbers that we have turned a “blind
eye” toward T&P maintenance, and put our
customers in harm’s way. If in doubt, research
the recent water heater explosions in Horn Lake
,MS or Phoenix, AZ.
Contest rules and regulations posted on
dulacdpi.com web site.
Editors Note: Please note that this is not a
DW&BP contest.

